
THE SECRETARY OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20201

AUG 1 4 2000

TheHonorableDanBurton
Chairman,Committeeon GovernmentReform
andOversight
HouseofRepresentatives
Washington,D.C. 20515

DearMr. Chairman:

Thankyou for your lettersregardingconcernsthathavebeenraisedrelativeto anypotential
associationbetweenautismandcertainvaccines I apologizefor thedelayin responding

TheDepartmentofHealthandHumanServices(HHS) is committedto thecarefulinvestigation
of all vaccinesafetyissues,andin thisregard,wearenegotiatingacontractwith theInstituteof
Medicine(TOM) to createa standingTOM TmmunizationReviewPanelthatwill meetatleast
threetimesperyearto addresstopicsofpublicconcernastheyariseaboutthesafetyofvaccines
andwill makerecommendationsto HHS to addressthoseconcerns.Thefirst issuethatthePanel
will beaskedto reviewis thescientificevidencerelatedto thetheorysuggestinganassociation
ofautismwith vaccines. Also, factorsto beconsideredby thePanelinclude: (T) theplausibility
ofthepotentialbiologic associationbetweenavaccineandthedevelopmentofanunrelated
diseaseor subsequentdisorder,(2) thestrengthoftheevidencefor a causalrelationship,and
(3) thestrengthoftheevidencefor alternativehypothesesthatmight explaintheoccurrenceof
theconditionordisease.In addition,thePanelis expectedto identify themostpressingresearch
needsassociatedwith eachconcernaddressed.

Becausethiswill beanindependentreviewprocess,TOM will selectthepanelmembers
accordingto theestablishedproceduresusedby TOM for constitutingtheirexpertpanels. I am,
therpf’ore ni~9blet~pro’ d~~o.. ~ ~e ~ ~ ~e~es, a~’dco~fh~.t3f ntcrc~tformsof
prospectivepanelmembers.Weunderstand,however,that following TOM’s approvalof
committeemembers,thereis a20-dayperiodfor public commentson thecommittee’s
membership.Similarly, HHS is unableto providean implementationplanandtime-linefor the
TOM panelbecausethecontractis still undernegotiation Oncethecontractis in place,the
Centersfor DiseaseControlandPrevention(CDC) andtheNationalInstitutesofHealth(NIH)
will beavailableto updateyouon thepanel’sprogressatyourrequest.

In additionto undertakingtheTOM review,CDC andNIH arecurrentlyexploringapproachesto
obtainingandevaluatingbiologic samplesfor acollaborativestudyofMMR vaccinerelativeto
autism. TheyhavecontactedDr. Tan Lipkin, anindependentresearcherfrom theUniversityof
California,Irvine, andhaveheldpreliminarydiscussionswith TOM aboutoverseeingsucha
collaborativeproject Similarly, CDC is in discussionwith Dr A J Wakefieldofthe
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DepartmentofMedicine,UniversityCollegeLondon,asto thebestapproachto collaboratingon
anassessmentof availabledataandfindingsrelativeto MMR vaccineandautism. I amhopeful
thatthesediscussionswill resultin mutuallyacceptabledecisions.

In themeantime,throughacooperativeagreement,CDCprovidedfundingfortheAmerican
AcademyofPediatrics(AAP) to hold aconferenceon autismandvaccinesentitled“New
Challengesin ChildhoodImmunizations“ Theconferencewasheldin Chicago,Illinois, on
June12-13,2000. Therewereapproximately75 participants,including facilitators,conference
speakers,wntingpanelmembers,andAAP distnctrepresentativesIn addition,themeetingwas
opento thepublic andthemedia. Thewritingpanelfor theconferenceconsistsofnine
pediafr1c1~rs“rd is ci’a ‘ed by Di~Nea1Hals~~, JohnsHopk

11isUiii~versity,anu SUSdITI Hyinan,
UniversityofRochester.Thepanelis reviewingtheinformationpresentedandwill draw
conclusionsabouttheproposedassociationbetweenautismandcertainvaccinesthatcouldbe
supportedby currentevidenceandwill makerecommendationsaboutadditionalresearchneeds.
Thewntingpanelis scheduledto publishtheirreportin theOctober2000issueofPediatrics
Wewill provideacopyofthereportto youonceit is available.

Thankyou foryourinterestin this importantpublichealthissue.

Sincerely,

DonnaE. Shalala


